Soluble CD4 in patients with rheumatoid arthritis and osteoarthritis.
An ELISA was used to measure the soluble form of the leukocyte surface antigen CD4 (sCD4) in the sera and synovial fluids (SF) of patients with rheumatic diseases. Patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) had raised levels of sCD4 in both their sera and synovial fluid compared to age-matched healthy controls. In patients with osteoarthritis levels of sCD4 in SF and sera were lower than in RA but higher than in sera of healthy individuals. Mononuclear cells from the synovial fluid of RA patients were found to produce spontaneously high levels of sCD4, but autologous blood cells only produced comparable levels after in vitro stimulation with mitogenic lectin. In individual RA patients with active disease, serial sCD4 levels fell preceding clinical improvement. In three patients where serum sCD4 levels fell and clinical improvement occurred, subsequent small increases in serum sCD4 preceded increased clinical disease activity by up to 5 days. Synovial fluid levels of sCD4 correlated positively with soluble interleukin 2 receptor levels but no correlation was found with sCD8 levels. We conclude that the release of sCD4 reflects the involvement of T helper cells and macrophages in the pathogenesis of joint inflammation, especially in RA.